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the roads and over old battlefields, taking trenches on the way, they
shouted and cheered wildly, and laughed for a day afterwards.
On that morning of September 15th, 1916, the front-line troops got
out of their trenches laughing, and cheering, and shouting again because
the tanks had gone ahead, and were scaring the Germans dreadfully
while they moved over the enemy's trenches and poured out fire on every
side. One of them called 'Crftme de Menthe' had great adventures that
day, capturing hundreds of prisoners, and treading down machine-gun
posts, and striking terror into the enemy. A message came back:
"Cr&ne de Menthe is walking down the High Street of Flers with the
British Army cheering behind."
We thought these tanks were going to win the war, and certainly they
helped to do so, but there were too few of them, and the secret was let
out before they were produced in large numbers. Nor were they so
invulnerable as we had believed. A direct hit from a field gun would
knock them out, and in our battle for Cambrai in November of 19171
saw many of them destroyed and burnt out. But after the German
retreat from the Somme battlefields It was the tanks who broke the
Hindenburg Line, which the enemy had believed impregnable. They had
dug a wide anti-tank ditch too broad for any tank to cross. But the
commander of tanks, General Hugh Elles, had thought that out. He
ordered the gathering of vast quantities of twigs and small branches of
trees. They were tied into bundles like the Italian fasces. He called
them 'fascines'. Each tank advanced upon the Hindenburg Line with
one of those bundles on Its nose. By working a pulley the skipper could
drop it into the ditch, then by nosing forward he could get the front part
of the tank on to the bundle and so reach across* I followed up our
troops that day across the Hindenburg Line.
The Germans had drawn their guns back and they had a big scare. I
saw our tanks cruising about like a fleet in action, and was in one of
them myself for the first but not the last time. The last time was when I
took rides in our cavalry tanks during the first part of World War II
when my skipper was a Lancer who had never driven much In tanks and
did a bit of steeplechasing over ditches and hedges.
It was a very terrible and scandalous thing that at the beginning of
World War II we only had old types and very few of them, while the
Germans had been mass-producing them on modern lines.